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Experience Economy Strategies: Adding Value to Small Rural
Businesses
Abstract
Many Extension programs designed to enhance rural economic development have focused on development of
value-added goods, particularly agricultural goods. The Experience Economy perspective suggests that
economic development should also include value-added consumer experiences offered by an array of small
rural businesses, such as retail, hospitality, tourism, and restaurant establishments. This article introduces
Experience Economy strategies and elements of business offerings that create experiential value and provides
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Introduction
Nationally, the number of small, independently owned businesses is substantial, accounting for over 90% of all
U.S. business activity (Scarborough & Zimmerer, 2006). Small firms also comprise a majority of rural business
establishments (U.S. Small Business Administration, 2004) and are central to rural economic development
(Muske & Stanforth, 2000; Muske, Stanforth, & Woods, 2004). In spite of their prevalence and importance, small
rural firms have found the business environment increasingly challenging (Henderson, 2002; McDaniel, 2001;
Miller, Besser, Gaskill, & Sapp, 2003; Miller & Kean, 1997). To meet this challenge, rural areas need access to
education and training as well as assistance from economic development agencies (Connell & Wall, 2004).
Cooperative Extension has provided educational programs to assist small business operators that ultimately
enhance rural economic and community development (Muske & Stanforth, 2000). To succeed and grow, small
businesses need to create value through innovation (Drucker, 1985). Consequently, many Extension programs
have enhanced rural economic development by facilitating creation of value through innovation of goods,
particularly agricultural goods (e.g., Marshall, Bush, & Hayes, 2005; See, 2004) and forestry goods (e.g.,
Leavengood & Love, 1998).
However, Extension professionals have witnessed an expansion in the value-added approaches of interest to, or
employed by, their audiences (Kraenzel, 2000; Eckert & Bell, 2005). Newer value-added approaches have moved
beyond a focus on innovative goods to inclusion of innovative consumer experiences. Kraenzel (2000) stated, "A
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businesses that pose new challenges for program planning, design, and delivery." To help meet this challenge
facing Extension professionals, we:
Summarize competitive strategies from Pine and Gilmore's (1999) "Experience Economy" approach for
innovating consumer experiences,
Identify elements of business offerings that can enhance consumer experiences, and
Provide a tool to help operators of an array of small businesses, including retail, tourism, hospitality, and
food service firms, assess and develop consumer experience offerings.
The Experience Economy Approach and 4E Strategies
Pine and Gilmore (1999) observed that the U.S. has entered an "Experience Economy" where a business' goods
and services should by accompanied by consumer experiences, such as educational and entertainment
experiences, to help differentiate their offerings from competitors and increase performance and profitability.
Eckert and Bell (2005) provided an example: a goat dairy and cheese-making operation added an "educational
retreat" Bed & Breakfast (B&B) to stay small and profitable.
Pine and Gilmore (1999), Postrel (2003), and Richards (2001) agreed that there is a pervasive change in
consumers; people are no longer singularly concerned with buying goods and services, but are also concerned
with engaging experiences. Pine and Gilmore envisioned that future economic growth in the U.S. would come
from businesses offering enriched, distinct consumer experiences. In support, Richards (2001) stated that the
fastest growing sectors of the global economy are related to consumption of experiences.
Pine and Gilmore (1999) offered four types of consumer experience: educational, esthetic, entertainment, and
escapist that they termed the "4Es." The 4Es vary in terms of active-passive involvement and absorption-
immersion dimensions that intersect to produce quadrants. Active-passive involvement entails the level of
participation by consumers in creation of the experience-generating offering. Those who passively participate do
not directly affect or influence the offering, whereas active participants directly affect the offering that yields the
experience. Absorption is "occupying a person's attention by bringing the experience into the mind" and
immersion is "becoming physically (or virtually) a part of the experience itself" (Pine & Gilmore 1999, p. 31).
According to Pine and Gilmore, including all four types of experiences is optimal. However, we suggest that
resource-strapped small rural businesses should initially focus on one or two of the 4Es and then augment their
experiential offerings over time. Table 1 provides a summary of Pine and Gilmore's description of the 4Es and an
example of a small business application for each strategy.
Table 1.
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Elements of Experiential Business Offerings: The 4Ps
The elements of business offerings used to enhance the 4Es are categorized as the 4Ps (Properties, Product
Presentation, Promotional Applications, and People).
Properties are semi-permanent elements of the physical business such as architecture, interior design,
landscape design, exterior signage and name, and delivery vehicles.
Product Presentation consists of easily changeable elements of the setting supporting tangible goods and
services, such as in-store signage, packaging, display components for retail and tourism operations (e.g.,
display cases or tables), presentation materials for hospitality operations (e.g., menus, bedding), and
ambient cues (lighting, scents).
Promotional Applications include any form of advertising (e.g., newspaper ads), sales outlets (e.g., catalog
or Website), and support materials that enhance customer awareness and recognition of the firm (e.g.,
logos, business cards).
People consists of aspects of customer interaction opportunities (e.g., contests, sponsored events),
staff/customer interactions (e.g., instructional ability of staff) and physical appearance of the staff (e.g.,
neatness).
These 4Ps are loosely based on the experience-oriented categories proposed by Schmitt and Simonson (1997) to
build a consistent firm identity. Tables 2 through 5 provide examples of how the 4Ps can contribute to each of
the 4Es.
Table 2.
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Consumer Experience Assessment Tool for Small Business Operators
Pine and Gilmore (1999) emphasized that a successful (4E) consumer experience entails a well-orchestrated
whole with:
Harmonized impressions capturing a theme,
A theme expressed in all aspects of the business' offerings (e.g., store interior, music, and staff uniforms),
and
Elimination of negative cues that detract from the experience.
To create the well-orchestrated whole, the assessment tool (Appendix A) helps small business operators:
Understand the 4E strategies,
Examine the current status of consistency of theme and impressions created across a comprehensive list of
business offering elements,
Identify the presence of negative cues that may detract from the consumer experience, and
Plan 4P elements of business offerings to implement new 4E strategies appropriate for the small business.
Concluding Remarks
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Enriching consumer experiences of small rural businesses may help create distinct competitive advantages for
operators and enrich the overall image and vitality of the community. The authors have implemented the
assessment tool with a variety of rural retail and restaurant operations, but the tool could be equally helpful with
hospitality and tourism operations to further add to the image and vitality of the community. Extension
professionals may wish to partner with university faculty and students in service learning activities to facilitate
assessment of the business and to provide a wealth of innovative ideas to help small rural businesses design
consumer experiences.
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Appendix A.
 Assessment Tool: Assessing Contributions to the Customer Experience
Experiences offered by the business add fun, pleasure, excitement, escape, personal fulfillment, and lasting
memories for the customer. Successful businesses do not only sell goods and provide services; they also create
positive, memorable experiences for their customers. Pine and Gilmore define four strategies (4Es) for creating
these positive customer experiences that should be carried through all components of the business' offering:
Educational, Esthetic, Entertainment, and Escapist Experiences.
The 4E Strategies
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Educational Experience--Identify components of the following 4Ps that contribute to customers' enhanced
knowledge, skill, and/or personal development.
Esthetic Experience--Identify components of the following 4Ps that contribute to a well-designed, unique
physical setting in which a customer feels immersed.
Entertainment Experience--Identify components of the following 4Ps that contribute to engaging
performances for the customer.
Escapist Experience--Identify components of the following 4Ps that contribute not just to a getaway, but to
active participation in creating a sense of a different place or time.
Using the Tool to Assess and Enhance 4Es through the 4Ps
This Assessment Tool provides a table (Table 6) for business operators to systematically identify features within
the 4Ps (Properties, Product Presentation, Promotional Applications, and People) that contribute to the special
experience for the customer. Brief descriptions of the 4Ps are provided in parentheses in Table 6.
Tables 2-6 (include from the body of the article) provide examples of how the 4Es can be expressed through the
4Ps of Accommodation/B&B, Restaurant, Retail, and Rural Tourism operations. After reviewing Tables 2-6, the
operator should use Table 6 to:
Examine if one or more of the 4E strategies is already evident in the 4Ps that contribute to the business'
offerings,
Determine if a unified theme or impression is evident (e.g., gothic-theme getaway, family fun retreat),
Determine if some features of the 4Ps may be detracting from the customer experience, and
Plan how to enhance one or more of the 4Es through features of the 4Ps, building a unified theme or
impression
Sometimes the operator is too close to the business to accurately assess the experiential nature of these 4P
elements. Therefore, operators are encouraged to gather input from staff, customers, or vendors. In the table
below, briefly describe how features of the 4Ps positively or negatively contribute to the 4E customer
experiences. Place the description in the column under the corresponding type of experience. Enhance the
experience by staying with a theme or general impression, building on the positives, and eliminating the
negatives.
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Table 6.
Experience Economy Strategy Assessment Table (This basic 4Es-4Ps table should be combined with the
extensive list of 4P features below. The itemized features correspond to the respective 4P elements in the
left-hand column.)






































    




















    
* These are the itemized 4P features to be placed in the left-hand column in Table 6.
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Note: Starting With Goods and Services: Cues for Building a Theme or Impression
Many times, businesses start out solely selling goods or offering services and want to add value by offering
distinct customer experiences. The mix of goods and services offered by small firms can range from very focused
to diverse. These goods and services may offer cues for the kind of theme or impression around which to build
experiences. For instance, a goat farmer who makes Neufchâtel, a cheese originally from the town of the same
name in the region of Normandy, France, may find it appropriate to build a Bed & Breakfast or retail store
esthetic experience around a French provincial theme.
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